Introduction
The hormone human chorionic gonadotrophin (hCG) is reported to stimulate a number of metabolic activities in the human placenta, including steroid synthesis (Demers, Gabbe, Villee & Greep, 1973; Menon & Jaffe, 1973; Gnanaprakasam & Talwar, 1975;  Guichard, de Ikonicoff & Cedard, 1975) . If this represents a direct effect of hCG on the syncytiotrophoblast, the steroid-producing tissue in the placenta (Baillie, Cameron, Grifiths & Hart, 1965) , it should be mediated by association of hCG to specific receptor binding sites on the syncytiotrophoblast, as in other hormone-target tissue interactions. HCG is synthesized by the syncytiotrophoblast, and is detectable on the surface of this tissue (Paul, Jailkhani & Talwar, 1978) . Whether part or all of the hCG present on the syncytiotrophoblast surface is receptor bound is not known. We have therefore investigated the expression of receptors for hCG on human syncytiotrophoblast.
Materials and Methods
Full-term human placentae from normal pregnancies were collected in tissue culture Medium 199 (Gibco, Paisley, Scotland) (Paul et al, 1978) . Purified syncytiotrophoblast was maintained in tissue culture in a viable and metabolically active state (Paul et al, 1978; Paul, Jailkhani, Gupta & Talwar, 1979) . The preparations used for the hCG binding experiments had been maintained in culture for 2-11 days. The DNA content of syncytiotrophoblast was estimated according to Burton (1956) using calf thymus DNA (Sigma, Type I) as standard. For the neuraminidase treatment, syncytiotrophoblast with a DNA content of 300-350 µg was washed twice with 10 ml Medium 199, resuspended in 3 ml Medium 199, pH 6-0, containing 0-3 units neuraminidase (Sigma, Type VI)/ml and 0-03% bovine serum albumin (BSA), incubated for 2 h at 37°C, and finally washed exhaustively with Medium 199 to remove neuraminidase. The sialic acid content of untreated and neuraminidase-treated syncytiotrophoblast was measured according to Jourdin, Dean & Roseman (1971) , following its release from the cells by treatment with 0-1 N-sulphuric acid (Warren, 1959 (Ross, 1977) , inhibited the binding completely and partly respectively (Table 2) (Text-fig. 2) (Catt & Dufau, 1975 (Bahl, 1969) .
Discussion
The method used in this study for isolation of the syncytiotrophoblast yields preparations composed of large syncytial portions, free of contamination with other cell types, as judged microscopically; the only contaminants are acellular connective tissue fragments (about 5%) (Paul et al 1978 . Expression of the trophoblastic markers hCG, placental lactogen, oxytocinase and pregnancy-specific ßrglycoprotein was demonstrated by a sandwich immunofluorescence test (Paul et al, 1978) . Syncytiotrophoblast isolated from full-term placentae and maintained in culture retained the capacity to synthesize hCG and progesterone, and the output of hCG did not diminish during the period of culture (Paul et al, 1978; Paul, Das, Jailkhani & Talwar, 1981 (Paul, 1979 (Catt & Dufau, 1975; Paul, 1979) , may be due to the incomplete unmasking action of neuraminidase, and persistence of steric constraints for the association of hCG to the receptors.
The absence of any overt hCG binding activity of untreated syncytiotrophoblast argues against a direct effect of hCG on the metabolism of this tissue, and is in concordance with the failure of hCG to stimulate conversion of cholesterol/pregnenolone to progesterone by purified syncytiotrophoblast in vitro (Paul et al, 1981) . The stimulatory effect of hCG on steroidogenesis, noted in studies with unfractionated placental tissue (Villee & Gabbe, 1972; Guichard et al, 1975) 
